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Designing, Implementing and
Evaluating a Social Work Practice Skills
Course: A Case Example
Philip Gillingham
Practice skills, such as communication and interviewing skills, are an integral part of
every undergraduate course that aims to provide professional qualification for social
workers. While there is substantial literature about the skills required to be a proficient
social work practitioner, there is a dearth of literature about how to teach such skills and
particularly how students experience such a course. By critically reflecting on the design,
implementation and evaluation of a social work practice skills course, this article is
offered as a contribution toward filling an identified gap in social work education
literature. The course evaluation particularly highlights the importance of face to face
interaction between students and teachers to the process of learning.
Keywords: Practice skills; Student Learning
Introduction
Practice skills, such as communication and interviewing skills, are an integral part of
every undergraduate course that aims to provide professional qualification for social
workers. While there is substantial literature about the skills required to be a pro-
ficient social work practitioner, there is, as the following account will demonstrate, a
dearth of literature about how to teach such skills and particularly how students
experience such a course. By critically reflecting on the design, implementation and
evaluation of a social work practice skills course, this article is offered as a
contribution toward filling an identified gap in social work education literature.
Background
In 2004, I assumed responsibility for a course entitled ‘Social Work Practice A’, which
aims to develop the communication and interviewing skills of students enrolled in
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the second year of a four year Bachelor of Social Work qualifying degree at Deakin
University (Australia), prior to their first field placement in the following semester.
The BSW programme at Deakin is offered in both on- and off-campus (distance)
modes though attendance on campus is compulsory for all students at workshops,
notably the course discussed in this article.
While there were texts to draw from about the skills required for beginning social
work practice for the content of the course (for example, Kadushin & Kadushin,
1995; Thompson, 2003; Trevithick, 2005; Maidment & Egan, 2004), that is, what to
teach, there was little material that I could locate in the literature that related to how
social work practice skills should be taught. How practice skills are taught is
particularly important because it directly influences how social work students go on
to use knowledge, understanding and skills in practice (Edwards & Richards, 2002).
My concern with how to teach professional skills is reflected in the following quote
from Schon (1987):
Perhaps, then, learning all forms of professional artistry depends, at least in part, on
conditions similar to those created in the studios and conservatories: freedom to
learn by doing in a setting relatively low in risk, with access to coaches who initiate
students into the ‘‘tradition of the calling’’ and help them, by ‘‘the right kind of
telling’’, to see on their own behalf and in their own way what they most need to
see. (Schon, 1987, p. 17)
My quest for the ‘right kind of telling’ (Schon, 1987) led me to two significant
reviews of the teaching of practice skills in social work that had been carried out in
the United Kingdom by Diggins (2004) and Trevithick et al. (2004). Both reviews
were commissioned by a government funded agency (the Social Care Institute for
Excellence) to assist academics in preparation for and the design of a new three-year
qualifying degree in social work in the United Kingdom. Both sought to review
international literature, research and course designs in order to identify what might
be ‘best practice’ in terms of teaching practice skills in social work. However, neither
of these reviews were particularly useful to me in designing and teaching a course for
practical skills, which is well articulated in the following quote from the review by
Diggins:
The research review found that the theoretical underpinning of teaching and
learning of communication skills (in social work) is underdeveloped, with little
in the literature to assist educators to teach and students to learn. (Diggins, 2004,
p. 7)
Trevithick et al. (2004) also conclude that there has been very little published about
the theoretical underpinnings for communication (or practice) skills in social work
and ‘little conformity in the range of approaches used to teach social work skills’
(p. 12). Both reviews also emphasize that there has been a lack of research about the
effectiveness of courses that aim to teach practice skills; indeed Trevithick et al.
(2004) cite evaluation research that demonstrates that practice skills learned in the
classroom do not necessarily transfer to field practice situations (for example, Collins
& Bogo, 1986). Additionally, ‘no papers were identified that provided a commentary
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on how students view and experience different models of teaching in relation to
practice skills’ (Trevithick et al., 2004, p. 16).
The exception to this is a chapter by Maidment (2004), which sets out a model for
teaching practice and communication skills, drawn from the experience of the
author. This model involves student participation in role plays, collaborative learning
using constructive feedback from peers and the teacher, and the use of audio-visual
equipment to assist learning. This chapter and indeed every other chapter in the
edited book are clear that any practice skills course should be theoretically
underpinned by a sensitivity to cultural diversity and focus on the particular
challenges of working with indigenous and other minority populations in
Australia and New Zealand. As will be seen from the following account, this chapter
by Maidment (2004) underpins the development of the course discussed in this
article.
This article reflects on how a course to teach practice skills was initially designed
and then redesigned over successive deliveries using formative evaluation. The
formative evaluation provides insights into the experiences of the students of
the course and is offered as a contribution to fill an identified gap in the literature.
The next section focuses on how the course was designed pedagogically.
Designing and Implementing the Course
As stated above, I had materials for the course (texts and videos) and certainly had
extensive practitioner experience to draw upon, but I needed to ground its design
pedagogically. From the available literature, I identified that adult learning
(Maidment, 2004; Diggins, 2004; Tevithick et al., 2004) and constructivist approaches
(Maidment, 2004) were widely used and considered appropriate for the teaching of
practice skills. To this I added ‘transformative learning’, for reasons that are
explained below.
Firstly, models of adult learning that emphasize how adults learn experientially, or
by doing (for example, Kolb, 1984) seemed particularly apt as the course aims to
develop practical skills. For the course in question, this meant creating opportunities
for students to learn skills by practising them and this led to the development of a
series of role plays. The role plays were carefully designed so that students would be
able to practise specific skills, such as how to ask questions. To make them more
interesting, students (acting as social workers) were required to find out information
that would only be provided if they asked questions in an appropriate manner or
sequence. The role plays were also drawn from my own practice experience to add
authenticity and were designed to invoke the moral, ethical and legal complexities of
social work practice.
The emphasis on activity in experiential learning was also reflected in the second
approach to teaching and learning that influenced how I developed the course,
namely androgenic constructivist approaches (Madoc-Jones & Parrott, 2005). This
approach to learning emphasizes the social context of learning and the importance of
the interaction between learners, their peers and teachers (Vygotsky, 1978). In order
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that students had the opportunity to reflect on their own performances in the role
plays and discuss the emergent issues, I also scheduled periods for group discussion
after each role play. There is also an emphasis in this approach that changes the role
of educator from the ‘didactic dispenser’ of knowledge to that of facilitator (Wilson,
2001, p. 82, cited in Maidment, 2005), so I was mindful of the need for me to
facilitate rather than lead the group discussions, either about the videos or the role
plays.
The constructivist approach also acknowledges the importance of input from the
teacher: ‘formal instruction, in conjunction with exercises requiring learners to be
cognitively active, can help learners to form knowledge representations which they
later apply to realistic tasks’ (Dalgarno, 2001, p. 185, citing Moshman, 1982). Hence
each session started with a presentation about the skills that were intended to be
learnt and their theoretical underpinnings. These presentations were supplemented
with videos of role plays that illustrated the skills being presented and provided a
focus for group discussion.
I was aware that many of the students were already employed in the welfare
services sector and some had years of experience, which, with some prompting, they
might share with others. But I also wanted to allow them to reflect on their
experiences and develop their existing skills. Citing Moshman (1982), Dalgarno
(2001) describes the role of a facilitator as ‘providing experiences that are likely to
result in challenges to learners’ existing models’ (p. 185), which links to the third
perspective which informed how the course was designed.
The third perspective was transformative learning, as conceptualized by Mezirow
(1997). This way of conceptualizing learning appealed to me as a social work
educator as its goal is to produce individuals who can think autonomously as ‘in
contemporary societies we need to be able to make our own interpretations rather
than act on the purposes, beliefs, judgments and feelings of others. Facilitating such
understanding is the goal of adult education’ (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5). The process by
which students become autonomous thinkers involves changing and challenging their
‘frames of reference’ through their ‘points of view’ and ‘habits of mind’ (Mezirow,
1997). In the course I designed, my aim was to challenge the students by requiring
them to engage with a range of practice scenarios as both social worker and client.
Hence I designed a course that combined presentations of theory, the use of video
materials as examples, the use of practical exercises based on real case studies and
times for discussion of the exercises. But I still needed to evaluate the implementation
of the course, particularly to what extent I had been able to create the conditions for
optimal learning, as defined by the theoretical approaches outlined above. Questions
that were key to such an evaluation were:
1. Had the students learned through doing?
2. Had I been able to facilitate group discussions in such a way as to enhance their
learning through their interactions?
3. Had their ‘frames of reference’ been challenged by the course material and the
experience of doing the role plays?
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A central tenet of constructivist approaches is that an important part of the process
of learning is how students interpret and reflect on their experiences of learning
(Hativa, 2000) and so to answer the above questions, I needed a tool that would
encourage students to reflect on their experience of the course. The next section
focuses on how Brookfield’s (1995) Critical Incident Questionnaire was used to
record the experiences of students on the course and how the course was modified
after the first delivery.
Evaluating and Redeveloping the Course
My interest in how the students were experiencing the course led me to the work
of Stephen Brookfield. I had, as Brookfield (1995) suggests, already reflected on my
own experience of learning, particularly in relation to social work practice skills in
both the classroom and social work practice, and this, together with the research
that I had carried out about other courses had assisted me to develop a course.
Brookfield (1995) also suggests that educators need to include the experiences of
their students in their reflections on their practice and provides a ‘Critical Incident
Questionnaire’ (see Appendix 1) for this purpose. The Critical Incident
Questionnaire is to be administered at the end of each class and requires students
to reflect on times during the class when they felt most engaged with what was
happening, most distanced from what was happening, what actions by anyone they
found most affirming and helpful and most puzzling or confusing, and what about
the class surprised them the most. Hence the questionnaire focuses on the exper-
ience of the students during the class, rather than learning outcomes, and appeared
to meet my requirements for formative evaluation that could assist in course
development.
During 2004, I administered the questionnaire to two groups of students in the
practice skills course for a period of six weeks and the data from these questionnaires
were used to develop the course as it proceeded in 2004 and redevelop it for 2005.
Major modifications to the course for 2005 included changing it from a weekly
workshop for on-campus students and a weekend workshop for off-campus students
to a four-day workshop for all students. One reason for this change was that the on-
campus students complained that there was a lack of momentum from one week to
the next, which coincided with my observations. Another reason was that the off-
campus students tended to be more experienced and already working in the welfare
field, so they bring extant knowledge and experience to bear more so than the on-
campus students. Consequently, interaction with the off-campus students would
potentially be a learning experience for the on-campus students.
The responses to the questionnaires revealed the diversity of learning experiences
among the group of students in that the same learning opportunities both engaged
and distanced different students. Though the responses were not coded, it was
possible to infer that what distanced students at the beginning of the course
sometimes changed as the course went on and this was supported by feedback from
some students at the end of the course that indicated that, for example, their initial
478 P. Gillingham
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fear of having to do role plays eventually turned into enthusiasm for the challenge
they presented by the end of the course.
Reasons for a diversity of experience among students may be related to different
learning styles, as conceptualized by, for example, Healey & Jenkins (2000). These
authors propose that learners can be categorized as ‘assimilators’, ‘convergers’,
‘accommodators’ or ‘divergers’ and each has different conditions under which they
learn best. These conditions may not be complimentary; for example, ‘assimilators’
learn best when asked to consider sound, logical theories, whereas ‘accommodators’
learn best when given the opportunity for ‘hands on’ experience. They may also be
related to different cultural approaches to learning (Ballard & Clanchy, 1991) and to
the emotional experience of ‘transformative learning’ (Mezirow, 1997).
However, while using Brookfield’s questionnaire was very informative, I realized
that, if applied with increased rigour, the data elicited could be even more useful in
terms of investigating the processes of learning for the individual students. As
mentioned above, a major limitation was that the questionnaires were not coded and
I realized that, if they were, then the learning processes of individual students could
be tracked throughout the course. Such information would give some indication of
whether the course was offering students the opportunities they needed to learn what
was required of them.
Re-evaluating the Course
Brookfield’s (1995) Critical Incident Questionnaire was administered to the second
cohort of students for 2005 at the end of each of the first three days of the course.
Participation by the students was voluntary and anonymous, and they were asked to
use codes that were identifiable to them but not to me. Out of a total of 32 students,
20 chose to participate in the research. Particular attention was paid to the conditions
under which the participants completed and returned their questionnaires to ensure
their anonymity.
Brookfield’s (1995) account of how he has used the Critical Incident Questionnaire
describes how he reads the completed forms after each class (on the way home on the
bus). When I used the Critical Incident Questionnaire in 2004, I did read the
completed forms after each class and found it useful to reflect on what the students
had written. As indicated above, this approach was useful as a formative evaluation to
further develop the course. For this evaluation, though, I used more systematic means
to analyse the data from the questionnaires. The first stage of data analysis was
conducted using thematic analysis (Sarantakos, 1998) and grounded theory (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). Responses to each question were organized around the themes that
emerged from the data and the themes ordered according to the frequency with
which they appeared in the data. Direct quotes from participants that communicate a
particularly salient point were also identified (Scott, 2002).
Given that the Critical Incident Questionnaires were individually coded, the
second stage of data analysis was to consider the responses by individual students
over the period of the course.
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Results
Twenty different students (out of a possible 32) over the four days chose to fill in the
questionnaire; four students chose to participate on only one day, five on two days,
and the remaining 11 chose to participate on all three days. The first stage of
analysing the responses of the participants to the questionnaires was to identify
themes in their responses and to count the numbers of responses that matched
particular themes. This was possible for the first four questions on the CIQ, but not
so for the fifth question. These results are presented in Tables 1–4 below.
Table 1 At What Moment in the Class This Week Did You Feel Most Engaged With
What Was Going On?
Role play Group discussion Total number of responses
Monday 8 8 16
Tuesday 6 9 15
Wednesday 5 8 13
Total 19 25 44
Table 2 At What Moment in the Class This Week Did You Feel Most Distanced?
Group
discussion Lecture Role play At no point
Total number of
responses
Monday 5 5 4 14
Tuesday 3 3 7 13
Wednesday 5 1 2 8
Total 13 5 4 13 35
Table 3 What Action That Anyone (Teacher or Student) Took in Class Did You Find
Most Affirming and Helpful?
Teacher Student Group
Total number of
responses
Monday 4 4 8 16
Tuesday 7 4 5 16
Wednesday 9 2 11
Total 20 10 13 43
Table 4 What Action That Anyone (Teacher or Student) Took in Class Did You Find
Most Puzzling or Confusing?
Student Teacher Role play Nothing
Total number of
responses
Monday 5 1 3 6 15
Tuesday 6 8 14
Wednesday 4 2 5 11
Total 15 3 3 19 40
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The imprecision of attempting to present the results numerically is acknowledged
as the responses are grouped according to which theme they corresponded to most
closely and many students gave more than one response to each question, so a
response was recorded for more than one category. It is also important to note that
some students answered some parts of the questionnaire and not others, hence the
totals in the tables do not equate to the number of students who filled in a
questionnaire. It was also apparent that many responses to questions three and four
related to who had acted in the most affirming/helpful way or puzzling/confusing
way, rather than what action. Using more focused questions in the questionnaire that
elicited more easily coded and quantifiable responses would have reduced these
problems. This might be a consideration for a further stage of research; at this
exploratory stage the priority was to articulate the range of experiences. However,
the following observations can be drawn from the collation of the responses in
Tables 1–4.
Over the three days, the participants reported that they felt ‘most engaged’ during
group discussions (25 responses in total). A response that exemplifies the positive
nature of the comments, from Monday, is: ‘I thought that the group discussion was
really good. It was great to have so many points of view’. Many participants
welcomed the opportunity to discuss their experiences and points of view with other
students, especially since the workshop was the first time that off-campus students
were required to attend campus: ‘Having the opportunity to talk to other distance
plus on-campus students and hearing different fears and concerns was great—all had
a great input into all aspects of the day’. However, the group discussions were also
mentioned more than any other part of the course in responses to the second
question, about times when they felt ‘most distanced’. Comments which illustrate
this are: ‘When discussions are dominated by the same person/s’, ‘When discussions
went on too long’, and ‘Discussion time as it was not inclusive’. Group discussion,
while a positive experience for some, was not so for others. This might relate to the
willingness and ability of different students to interact in group situations, but there
was, in my opinion, certainly a problem with several students who dominated the
discussions, despite the attempts of the teacher to ‘curb’ their enthusiasm and allow
others to speak. In relation to the same discussions, participation or the opportunity
to do so, was less important for their learning, in terms of when they felt ‘most
engaged’: ‘During the group discussion after the exercise involving a paranoid
schizophrenic although I did not contribute much the fact of others doing so with a
difficult topic/exercise was really engaging’.
The role plays also scored highly in the responses to the first question about when
students felt most engaged. An illustration is: ‘A really good role play where
everything came together well …’. Comments in relation to the fifth question about
what surprised the participants the most perhaps conveyed more about feelings
regarding the role plays: ‘I have been rather surprised at my ability to be confident in
the exercises’, and ‘How much you can learn by doing’. Participants were also
challenged by and perhaps struggled with the role plays: ‘The role plays were very
challenging both as client and worker which was surprising’, ‘How hard some of the
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scenarios were, particularly the schizophrenia one—I was the social worker and my
client was a little harder than usual’, and ‘How hard the last exercise was acting as a
worker in the child protection scenario’.
Regarding question three about the actions that anyone took that were most
affirming or helpful, the most important source of affirming and helpful actions were
the students themselves in their interactions with each other, either as a group or
individually. Examples are: ‘Other students giving constructive criticism’,
‘Friendliness of people—discussions re our feelings on interviewing skills receiving
positive feedback (sic)’, and ‘A fellow student commented on how well I did during
the interview’. The teacher also emerged as a significant source of support, but within
these responses, it was not just positive or constructive feedback on role plays that
emerged as a strong theme. This other theme is identified well by the following
responses: ‘When the teacher relating (sic) things back to his real life experiences
from previous social work practice. This is because it gives us an idea of what it’s
really like’, ‘the feedback and the side stories were a great way of learning’, and ‘Loved
personal antedotes (sic) of personal incidents in teacher’s experiences (sic)—brought
an awareness of possible encounters that may be faced late’. This indicates that the
‘right kind of telling’ (Schon, 1987) for these students was the professional
experiences of the teacher.
While the highest number of responses for question four (regarding actions that
were puzzling/confusing) was that there were no such moments, the next highest and
most significant response related to other students. Several students mentioned that
they found the comments by another student to be rude and/or offensive and several
referred to a verbal conflict between two students which occurred outside the formal
setting of the classroom and not in the teacher’s presence. Aside from actual conflict,
several students also mentioned that other students had not been helpful in the role
plays as clients as they had made the exercise too hard: ‘I felt that some students when
playing the client role were a little eager to be difficult (this was not typical of all
though) this became puzzling as it made the exercise almost pointless aside from
having the experience of dealing with a difficult interview’.
As stated above, it was difficult to identify themes in the responses to question five
about what surprised participants the most. Some of these responses have been
quoted above in relation to role plays and group discussions. One student was
surprised at ‘How much I have actually enjoyed it’ and another by ‘The realization of
how complex interviewing can be’. Several participants referred to the diversity of the
group (in terms of culture and age) in a positive way and the willingness of the group
to engage with the course: ‘How much discussion occurs—and the diversity of the
people involved in the workshop … it’s great!’, and ‘range of previous/current
experience of students and areas of preferred practice’ and ‘The knowledge and other
experiences the students had to share’.
One of the aims of the research was to trace the learning experience of students
over the three days (the second stage of data analysis). While many of the participants
only provided one or two word answers to the questions, some participants did
provide fuller answers which indicated that they had reflected on their experience
482 P. Gillingham
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throughout the course. These participants provided information about how they
engaged with the course in terms of emotional engagement and learning style.
One participant made it clear that he/she wanted to be challenged and critiqued on
his/her performance, but was quite sensitive about fellow students making the role
plays too difficult and was ‘surprised by the challenge of the role plays’. Another
mentioned anxiety in relation to a lack of knowledge/experience when it came to the
role plays on the first two days, but on the last day commented that, ‘I have been
rather surprised in my own ability to be confident in the exercises’, with the final
comment about what surprised him/her as ‘How much I actually enjoyed it’. This
indicates that this student moved from being quite anxious initially to a different
state emotionally throughout the course. Anxiety about the experience was also
shown by the language of another participant: ‘Having the opportunity to talk to
other distance students + hearing different fears and concerns was great’. Anxiety was
also expressed on the first day in the comment by another participant who was
surprised that, ‘No clarity yet—expectation that we already know—no (sic) all of us
have the same knowledge and experience’. This participant also spoke of ‘Having to
confront my life experiences in role play’ and was finally surprised by ‘What I have
learned during my life’.
One participant emphasized the importance of interaction with other students,
mentioning the ‘Friendliness of people—discussions re our feelings on interviewing
skills’. The most affirming/helpful actions for this participant occurred outside of the
classroom: ‘Time spent on breaks sharing ideas themes (sic) and thoughts. Being with
others on the same course, as off-campus students has been invaluable’. However,
this participant was also surprised that not all the interaction was positive and debate
involves challenging the views of others: ‘one student verbally attacking another
student’s ideas, values …’.
Interpreting the Results and Redeveloping the Course
Given that only 20 students out of the 32 who attended the course filled in a
questionnaire and only 11 filled one in on each of the three days, the inferences that
can be drawn are limited. Perhaps the most probable reason why so few students
chose to participate was that they had come to the end of an exhausting day and did
not want to commit further energy to reflect on their learning. It was also clear that
some were anxious to leave to fulfil other work and family commitments. Some
tentative conclusions can be drawn that might assist in the future development of this
and other, similar, courses. In drawing these conclusions, though, I do not make any
inferences about the learning outcomes of the course. As Carpenter (2005) explains,
basing an assessment of learning outcomes on the responses of students in relation to
their experience of a course would be inappropriate and would only approximate to
the first of six levels of outcomes conceptualized by Kirkpatrick (1967) and Barr et al.
(2000) (both in Carpenter, 2005). However, the responses of the students in relation
to their experiences can provide insight into the appropriateness of the design and
delivery of the course. This section begins with an interpretation of the results with
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reference to the pedagogical theory that informed the design of the course, before
discussing broader implications for the teaching of social work practice skills.
The importance of the opportunity for experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) was
evident in the responses from the participants in their accounts of how they engaged
with the role plays. Their responses conveyed their anxiety about a lack of know-
ledge and skills, the difficulties they faced in interviewing ‘awkward’ clients and how
they had to confront issues from their own lives. More positively, they commented
about how they overcame the challenges posed by the role plays and even enjoyed
them.
The importance of a constructivist approach to learning was indicated by the
evidence that the most important part of the experience for most of the participants
was their interaction with other students and the teacher. While this may not be
surprising, it is noteworthy given that the course is situated within a Bachelor of
Social Work, in which the majority of the students are off-campus (distance
education) students who have little opportunity to interact with each other, except
through online resources. Interacting with other students was important as they
learned from each other about different contexts of social work practice and there
appeared to be some transfer of knowledge and skills from those more experienced in
the social welfare field to those who had little or no experience. A particular theme
that emerges strongly from the responses is how supportive the students were of each
other during the course.
While it might be reasonable to assume that there were opportunities for
‘transformative learning’ (Mezirow, 1997) in the role plays, this emerges more in the
responses from the participants in relation to their comments about the group
discussions and interactions between students more generally. Some participants
found the attitudes, values and opinions of other students difficult to cope with and
one incident between students was referred to as a conflict, with one person
‘attacking’ another. It might be surmised that the students who were affronted by the
conflict were off-campus students who would not be familiar with the challenge of
normal classroom debate. Hence off-campus students appear to miss out on an
important part of the process of ‘transformative learning’, which, as Mezirow (1997)
explains, involves challenging ‘habits of mind’ and ‘points of view’ in order to change
‘frames of reference’ and ultimately develop ‘autonomous thinking’. While such
challenges and exchanges between students can be created using more than one
medium, this observation underlines the importance of face-to-face contact in the
learning experience.
The expertise and experience of the teacher, as it was conveyed to students in
group discussions as well as more formal (one way) presentations, also emerged as an
important learning experience for the students. The ‘right kind of telling’ (Schon,
1987) appeared to be in relating personal practice experience to theory and then back
to the practice required in the role plays. So, however much a teacher might want to
decentre themselves as the dispenser of knowledge, the implication is that the teacher
(and their experience as a social worker) is central to the learning process for
students.
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The students’ comments in relation to the class discussions are also of sufficient
detail to go beyond the general statement that group discussion was a ‘good thing’.
Their comments have prompted me to think of ways in which they can be enhanced,
given that they were so important to the students.
Certainly the discussions need to be more structured and ‘facilitated’ in terms of
giving people the opportunity to engage in discussion, rather than the few who tend
to dominate. Splitting the larger group into smaller groups may enable the less
gregarious students to engage in debate. More structure might be achieved by
providing questions (drawn from the experience of previous years) for the students
to engage with.
The most important message from this evaluation about the delivery of a course
designed to teach basic practice skills to social work undergraduates is that the format
of a four-day intensive workshop, mixing presentations, video, practical exercises and
group discussions is appropriate. The evaluation highlights the importance of the
interactions between students and with the teacher that this format offers, a point
that is particularly salient for courses that provide social work education to off-
campus distance students who rarely, if ever, attend campus. It is also supported by
comments from off-campus students in end of semester evaluations that they want
more, rather than less, opportunities to meet with teachers and other students and
engage in debate.
The confirmation of the importance of face-to-face contact between students
and teachers must also be considered in relation to debates within social work
education about the use of information technology, which Maidment (2005)
describes as dichotomized between those who argue enthusiastically for its acceptance
and those who unequivocally reject it. While this article focuses on a course taught
fully face-to-face, it must be remembered that some social work courses are taught
fully online, for example, the Master of Social Work at Florida State University
(FSU), mentioned by Siebert & Spaulding-Givens (2006). Of particular relevance to
this article, Siebert & Spaulding-Givens (2006) describe how they developed,
designed and implemented a fully online skills-based clinical course within the MSW
at FSU, with face-to-face contact for the students only with ‘field advisors’ who acted
as clients in standardized role plays with students and graded their performance. It is
interesting to note that, despite the considerable effort expended by Siebert &
Spaulding-Givens to engage students online (and the considerable distances
involved),
(A)t the close of semester, the students commented that they would have been
willing to travel to campus for several intensive in-class sessions to practice their
skills with instructor oversight, and we would agree that this might be an
outstanding solution if it is at all practical. (Siebert & Spaulding-Givens, 2006,
p. 91)
While the selective use of Siebert & Spaulding-Givens’ (2006) observation concurs
with the findings of my course evaluation, this would be to deny the benefits to
students of delivering courses online that they also describe in their article and which
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are referred to elsewhere in the literature (for example, Maidment, 2005; Sandell &
Hayes, 2002; Faul et al., 2004). The ‘truth’ in the debate about online education
versus face-to-face delivery, possibly lies, as Maidment (2005) argues, somewhere in
the middle. Since it appears that online delivery cannot replace face-to-face contact,
social work educators should perhaps be pursuing innovative ways of combining the
two modes of delivery to exploit the advantages of each to enhance the learning
experience for students, rather than trying to choose between the two.
In summary, interpretations from the results of this evaluation can be used to
guide the design of course structure and delivery in the following ways. A particularly
important message from the evaluation is the importance of face-to-face interaction
in the process of learning, both between the teacher and students and between
students. Hence opportunities to make time for and facilitate these interactions need
to be sought. Group discussions in relation to the issues from role plays (and videos)
and the experiences of conducting them need to be facilitated and structured. The
role of the teacher as facilitator also needs to be considered given the importance
attached by the students to the practice experience of the teacher in relating theory to
practice. Lastly, the opportunity to ‘learn by doing’ needs to be highlighted in the
teaching of practice skills.
Conclusion
This article has reflected on the design, implementation and ongoing evaluation of a
social work practice skills course and is offered as a contribution toward filling an
identified gap in social work education literature, particularly in researching the
students’ experiences of such a course. In particular, the course evaluation has
highlighted the importance of the interactions between students (and the teacher) in
the process of learning. The main implication of this observation is that when
teaching practice skills, social work educators need to develop strategies to manage
this interactive process so that it is inclusive and provides opportunities to participate
for all students, rather than just the more gregarious in the group. The particular
importance of face-to-face interaction for the off-campus students in the process of
learning, both in the development of ideas and the support it can offer, has also been
drawn out and has particular implications for social work courses that offer an off-
campus and/or online mode of study.
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Appendix 1—Critical Incident Questionnaire
Please think of a three letter code that will not identify you but that you will
remember, for example, the three initials of a relative (BNG). Enter your code in this
box
‘
Please record your responses to the following questions:
At what moment in the class this week did you feel most engaged with what was
happening?
At what moment in the class this week did you feel most distanced from what was
happening?
What action that anyone (teacher or student) took in class did you find most
affirming and helpful?
What action that anyone (teacher or student) took in class did you find most
puzzling or confusing?
What about the class this week surprised you the most?
From Brookfield, S. (1995) Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher, Jossy-Bass, San
Francisco.
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